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Fashioning Meaning through Ceramic Candeleros in the Terminal Classic Naco Valley, Northwestern Honduras
Jacob Griffith-Rosenberger, Reagan Neviska, and Chelsea Katzeman (Kenyon College)
The 100km2 Naco Valley in NW Honduras witnessed a major
period of political centralization, hierarchy building, and
population growth in the Late Classic (AD 600-800). It was now

Candeleros are found widely throughout SE Mesoamerica during the Late and Terminal

Candelero surfaces are smoothed and a minority are supported by nubbin feet.

Classic. They are found in small numbers within settlements pertaining to varied prehistoric

The chambers that pierce candeleros’ upper surfaces are 1-4.9cm deep (average:

polities and cultures.

3.2cm; N=201). Chamber diameters vary from 0.8-2.3cm (average: 1.7cm;

that the valley was unified under paramount lords residing at the
site of La Sierra. During the Terminal Classic (AD 800-1000),
power and population dispersed from the capital while the

N=182) whereas 81% of cavities in the sample showed evidence of burning
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basin-wide hierarchy was replaced by heterarchical

Place

Quantity

Reference

Figure 1: Example of candelero with vents
and incised cross-hatching decoration.
Quantity

Source

Figure 2: Photo of candelero fragment with
crossing diagonal incised decoration and
possible nubbin feet.

General Honduras 2+

Gordon 1998; Stone 1942

Candeleros were relatively easy to make. The chambers were fashioned by plunging a stick

Sula Plain

15+

Stone & Turnbull 1941; Strong,
Kidder, & Paul 1938

or finger vertically into the artifact’s flat top. Remnants of artisans’ fingernail impressions

Sta. Barbara

56

Smith 1988

are occasionally preserved in the interior bases of chambers. Candeleros could thus have

La Entrada

2+

Abe 1991

sociopolitical relations.
Teotihuacán
Matacapan

1,408+
88

Kolb '88; Pasztory '97;
Manzanilla 2002; Spence 2002
Santley 2007

been made by anyone with access to clay, firewood, and a rudimentary knowledge of
Puebla

5+

Kolb 1988

Tlaxcala

few

Kolb 1988

Copan

Morelos

some

Kolb 1988

Mid-ChameleconCacaulapa

Guerrero

some

Kolb 1988

Oaxaca

3+

Kolb 1988

806+

Longyear 1947; Hendon 1987; Willey
1994; Doonan 1996

(N=272). Further evidence of burning within the chambers is provided by the
presence of vents (0.03-1.46cm in diameter; average: 0.5cm diameter; N=99) that
pierce chambers’ exterior walls just above their bases. In 26% of the analyzed
cases there were signs of sooting near vents, often appearing as plumes rising up
a candelero’s side. Such openings likely provided oxygen to stoke fires smoldering
within at least some receptacles.
About half the items in the analyzed sample (43%; N=284) are decorated,

ceramic manufacture.

Graph 1: Counts of fragments in the sample with and without evidence of
burning.

mostly with simple geometric designs. Most common are incised crosshatching
300+

unpublished data

(seen at top left) and sets of incised vertical or diagonal lines, often arranged in
Naco Valley

1200+

unpublished data

relation to the vents. The latter decorations are similar to those painted in red
Veracruz

some

Kolb 1988

Chiapas

rare

Kolb 1988

Guatemala--not
KJ
some

Kolb 1988

Guatemala--KJ

58+

Kolb 1988

El Salvador

1+

Kolb 1988

Table 1: Counts of candeleros recovered in
Mesoamerica.

on large storage jars. A minority of the collection (15.1%; N=123) were
modeled as howler (or ‘screaming’) monkeys. Other forms attested to

Table 2: Counts of candeleros recovered in
Southeastern Mesoamerica.

infrequently in the broader assemblage include a fish, frog, and lizard. These
decorations are unique to candeleros.
Example of a red-painted crosshatched
design on the shoulder of a large olla.

Map 1: Settlement distribution in the Naco valley
during the Terminal Classic.
These political transformations were outcomes, we suggest, of

Figure 2: Photo of various candelero forms.
Graph 2: Decorative modes observed shown as percentages of decorated
fragments in the sample.

people operating within the overlapping social networks through
which diverse conceptual and tangible assets were marshaled in
Figure 9: Example of a candelero in the form of a fish.

the exercise of power. Through such interactions people engaged
with each other and a wide array of resources, including artifacts.
The political and cultural significance of these items emerged in
part from their use. Candeleros are among the least understood
of the artifacts implicated in such transactions.
This and the following presentation are based on the analysis of
300 candelero fragments derived from excavations within six
portions of La Sierra each likely associated with distinct
residential groups.

Map 2: Areas where candeleros were recovered in
Southeastern Mesoamerica.
Figure 6: Example of candelero with three holes and vents.

In contrast, candeleros are quite common in the Naco valley where they are
found across a wide array of domestic and storage contexts. Candeleros
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are generally made with coarse-textured clays, have flat tops, and stand
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1.1-10.5cm tall (87% are 3-5.2cm high; N=287). Their sides vary from
slightly convex to straight and out-slanting.

Figures 6, 7, and 8: Examples of candeleros in the form of ‘screaming monkeys.’
Figure 4: Photo of a ‘honeycomb’ candelero with 16 holes.

